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THE ROLE OF THE CURRICULUM SPECIALIST 
IN AN UNTRADITIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION SETTING 

One of the needs that higher educational institutions are 
attempting to meet during the Seventies Is that of alternative modes ' 
of scudy for what has been called the "nontraditional" student,"^ As 
a result of this need In Wo.stern Pennsylvania, the University of 
Pittsburgh has developed the University External Studies Program (UESP). 
One of the most distinctive features of this Program is its Instructional 
component. In UESP, the faculty member works with a curriculum specialist 
to develop instructional materials that employ methods appropriate for 
the external student. The faculty member or meml^ers work with one or 
more curriculum specialists as a developmental team, the content expertise 
being provided by the faculty member and the curriculum design expertise by 
the curriculum specialist. 

This paper will examine the role of the curriculum specialist 
in UESP in terms of situational forces which differ from those encountered 
by the traditional curriculum specialist. First, the three major components 
of tte instructional design task at UESP will be described: the design 
model, the faculty member, and the curriculum specialist. The author 
will then examine the traditional role of the curriculum specialist and 
identify characteristics of that role relevant to the subsequent analysis 
of the role of UESP curriculum specialist. The purpose of the analysis 
is to identify how situational forces affect the specialist's role in 
the design of curricular materials at the higher education level. 
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NATURE AND COMPONENTS OF THE DEVELOPMENT TASK 
The Design Model 

In UESP, the instructional design model that has been selected 
for use Is the Process Model for the Individualization of Curricula 
(PlC)t This model was developed by Doris T. Gow at the Learning Research 
and Development Center in Pittsburgh and is a highly structured research- 
based model for use in the design and development of individualized 
instruction. Successful implementation of this model requires, in addition 
to subject matter expertise, skills in both learning and instructional 
theory and in the application of curriculum design principles and methods. 
In UKSP, as niuniloncd above, the faculty member provides the content 
expertise and the curriculum specialist the instructional dcisign expertise 
in the team development effort required for each course offered through 
this Program. 

The Faculty Member 

Faculty members who design and teach UESP courses are drawn from 

among the regular university faculty and from various discipline areas 

depending on the specific course to be designed. Existing on-campus 

courses are selected for offering through UESP on the basis of student 
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need and Program goals and capabilities. The typical UESP faculty 
member is recognized as highly competent in the particular subject matter 
or discipline that he or she represents. Frequently, however, the 
faculty member has had little or no experience in the highly structured 
type of curriculum design required for the external studies student who 
will be required to complete college level work that is comparable to that 
of the on-campus student but will meet with the instructor and other 
students on campus only three times during a term. 

4 



Whereas the instructor traditionally can adapt to specific 
student needs during the course of instruction, in the external mode 
of education adapt ive methods must be built into the course design 
since the students' "interaction" will be primarily through the in- 
structional materials. This situation requires a high degree of 
specification in terms of course goals and objectives, relevant content 
and skills and specific student procedures and alternatives in antici- 
pation of the diverse needs and experiences of the external student. 

In addition, the UESP student is different characteristically 
from the typical on-carapus student in terms of age, work experience, 
motivation and current lifestyle. Although somn faculty members have 
taught through Pitt's School of General Studies, the evening school, 
most have had little experience with the adult "off-campus" ctudent. 
This faculty member, therefore, will frequently be unable to draw upon 
a pool of experience in order to identify the content and procesis needs 
of the external student population. 

Finally, typical university faculty members have become accustomed 
to the independent design and offering of courses in their own discipline 
areas. They have seldom been involved in a team development. situation 
and therefore are unaccustomed to working with a process specialist and 
assuming a role as a member of a curriculum team. Frequently, the facul.Ly 
member is even uncertain as to the nature of the skills and expertise of 
the curriculum specialist. 

In summary, the faculty component of the UESP development team 
is relativ ■'y inexperienced in the following areas that are required 
by the na: : of the developmental situation: 
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1. Highly structured curriculum design requiring selection 
and specification of all course components and procedures. 

2. Recognition of the instructional needs and characteristics 
of the adult off-campus student and the selection of appro- 
priate instx*uctional strategies and methods for that student 
population and for the external delivery system. 

3. Procedures and methods for productive and effective 
participation as a member of a team curriculum development 
effort. 

The Curriculum Specialis t 

The major task of the curriculum specialist in UESP is to 
provide curriculum design expertise to the development effort and to 
coordinate the developmental process so that courses are designed that 
enable successful atudent completion and that meet the administrative 
needs of the Prograi:i. The skills required by the curriculum specialist 
in this situation are extensive both in terms of curriculum design skills 
required and in terms of the coo- . mating capabilities necessary for the 
task. (See Appendix A) . 

Traditional Curriculum Specialist Roles 

The types of positions held by the curriculum speclr»list have 

3 4 
traditionally been in public school systems , in R & D centers or in 

the curriculum departments of colleges and universities. Positions also 

exist in state or federal educational organizations and vzith special 

projects in those organizations. Most frequently, the curriculum 

specialist in these situations is also a content or subject matter expert 

in addition to being skilled in the theory and practice of curriculum 

design. In the R&D centers, for example, the curriculum expert is 

usually a project member and has been selected for both content and 

process skills in the specific project dlscipliiifi. Occasionally, the 

curriculum specialist in the public school system serves as a curriculum 
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"coordinator" or "designer" and In that event the emphasis In usually with 
the selection and evaluation of currlcular materials rather than on 
specific content expertise or process application skills. It Is Interesting 
to note that» although these positions exist In the Allegheny County area 
of Pittsburgh, there Is currently In the state of Pennsylvania, no 
certification for such roles 

A recent survey that was conducted by Helen Hazl at the University 
of Pittsburgh asked graduates from the department of Curriculum and 
Supervision to identify the type of positions they now hold. The 
following table summarizes some preliminary data from that study. 





Job Classification 


Number of responses * 


1. 


Teacher (public schools) 


11 


2. 


Administrator (public schools) 


11 


3. 


Curriculum Coordinator 


4 


4. 


Supervisor 


2 


5. 


Other 


8 


6. 


Unemployed 


2 


* Note: Those of 45 respondf.nts who checked more than one 
category are not lacduded In these frequencies. 



TABLE 1: JOB CLASSIFICATION OF RKCENT GRADUATES FROM THE DEPARTMENT 
OF CURRICULUM & SUPERVISION. 



It is important to note that only two of the persons who responded 

to this survey were employed at the higher education level • Most were 

working in K-12 grade levels in public school districts. 

A final characteristic of the traditional specialist role to be 
identified concerns the professional "status" of the role as seen by 
coworkers. In the public school positions described above, the specialist 
is seen as having expertise beyond that of the teachers with whom he 
or she works; it is a type of administrative or superivsory position 



and therefore carries with it a certain degree of both supervisory and 
"expert" authority. The same is true for the specialist in the R & D 
center or in special agencies where the specialist is in either a Project 
Director role, supervising the effort, or in a Project Assistant role 
working rather independently on a particular segment of it. In any case, 
the specialist is seen by coworkers as having some valuable expertise 
and authority in any development effort. 

The point to be made in this review of the traditional curriculum 
speciallat role is that: 

a) the role. j-z^. traditionally been, in lact, a sub-role 
that presupposes spe^cific content expertise in the 
curricuU::-i area; or, 

b) the rolfe h-i? stressed skills in curriculum analysis, 
evaluation c^nd selection rather than in the actual 
design and development of curricular materials; 

c) the role has been most apparent in curriculum design 
for secondary education and is relatively nonexistant 
In post-<?ccondary continuing education; and 

d) the traditional role carries both expert and supervisory 
status of some degree in the professional relationship 
with cov:orkers. 

THE ROLE OF THE CURRICULUM SPECIALIST IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

The analysis involved in comparing the traditional role of 

the specialist with that of the specialist in this particular higher 

education setting at UESP reveals several key issues that v^ill be 

addressed here* The purpose of this analysis is to further specify 

the elements or component forces of these issues as a first step in 

further delineation of the specific requisite skills and the role 

definition for the curriculum specialist in UESP. In discussing these 

issues with other curriculum specialists in similar roles in higher 

education, the witer recognized that the basic concerns presented here 

are more relevant to specialists in other continuing education settings 
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than to those In fairly traditional ctirrlculum specialist positions, 
xhe distinguishing factor seems to be that the never continuing higher 
education positions require the curriculum specialist to work with 
university faculty ineinbers and content experts in the actual design of 
curricular products. The basis for the Impact of this distinction will 
hopefully become clearer as these issues are discussed. 

ISSUE ffl; T]ie_Na t^^ of^ the Student Popt^lat ion and 
I nstruction a l Theory and Dey e lopment 

Since external higher education programs are a relatively new 

concept in the growing field of continuing adult education^, the 

student population for such a program is one previously unrepresented 

in the field of education. UESP assessment techniques have identified 

certain demographical characteristics of the adult students in that 

Program and these have been summarized here. (For a more complete 

record, see Appendix B). 

UESP Student Characteristics 

Of the 812 students enrolled In UESP in the Fall, 1974-75 term, 
302 returned the Background Information Form. Of those, 76% had never 
takei an Independent study course before and 59% had either never had 
a college level course or had less than two years of higher education. 

The average age of the UESP students for that term was thirty-two 
(32) and this figure is consistent with that for previous terms. You 
will note that although there are 45% of the students in the 21-30 age 
group, there are 35% in the 31-50 groups. 
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AGE GROUP 




0-20 


21-30 


31-40 


41-50 51-60 




Nunber 

of 
Students 


22 


135 


65 


39 13 


4 


Percentage 


7% 


45% 


22% 


13% 4% 


1% 


table; 2t AGE 


BREAKDOt^N 


FOR UESP 


STUDENTS, 


FALL *74-'75 





The reasons cited for taking courses through UESP rather than 
through the on-campus programs include: 





REASON # 


OF STUDENTS 


% 0? STUDENTS 


1. 


Too far to travel to campus 


52 


17% 


2. 


Time conflict between on-campus 
courses and Individual schedule 


108 


36% 


3. 


Family responsibilities 


107 


35% 


4. 


Work schedule does not permit 
on-campus classes 


127 


42% 


5. 


Prefer learning independently 


56 


19% 


6. 


Course not offered elsewhere 


40 


13% 



TABLE 3: REASONS CITED BY STUDENTS FOR TAKING A COURSE THROUGH UESP 
RATHER THAN THROUGH A REGULAR ON CAMPUS PROGRAM 



The numerical and anecdotal data on UESP student characteristics 
indicates that this is a population new in some respects to the higher 
education scene and certainly new to the mode of independent study. 

Impact of A New Population On the Role of the Curriculum Specialist 
In Higher Education 

The demands of this new higher education student population are 

g 

readily apparent in terms of both specific content needs and administrative 

Q 

needs* However, if one examines the field of learning and instructional 
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research, it becomes apparent that the bulk of this research deals with 
both the traditional student and with traditional modes of education. 
Although the curriculum experts are skilled in the knowledge and 
application of these principles, there is little basis for assuming that 
these same principles can or should be applied in the design of 
curricula for a new student population in a new educational situation. 
Initial research, for example, showed tliat "Teachers and pupils are more 
favorable toward the use of instructional television in elementary school 
than in secondary school and college"'''^ but subsequent research with a 
different student group shows that "Voluntary home students of televised 
college classes tend to be more favorable toward learning by television 
than are the students who take these same televised courses in the class- 
room. This example shows how research findings differ when the subject 
characters are changed. 

The curriculum specialist in the non traditional higher education 
setting is faced with a situation of designing instructional materials 
for a new student population and cannot automatically assume thf.t the 
research based principles and generalizations of the field will transfer 
to meet the educational needs and characteristics of this new population. 

ISSUE //2 ; The Role Of The Curriculum Specialist As Process Expart 

As described earlier, the curriculum specialist in UESP provides 
the instructional design and coordination expertise for the development 
effort. The content or subject matter expertise is provided by the 
faculty members who will teach the particular course. This responsibility 
for process expertise alone is unique when compared with the traditional 
specialist roles. As discussed above, the specialist has traditionally 
had some content expertise in the area of development or is responsible 
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more for curriculum selection than actual development. Rarely ie the 
specialist required » in these positions » to develop Instructional materials 
in a content area with which he or she is unfamiliar. 

In a program like UESP however, the curriculum expert is required 
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to work on the development of courses in a wide variety of subject areas. 
Some of these areas, particularly in continuing higher education, are 
technical or highly specialised disciplines. UESP, for example, has 
developed courses in physics, psychology, calculus and German. This 
diversity of course offerings requires, of the curriculum specialist: 

a) a knowledge of basic design and development techniques 
that he or she can apply for any given content area, and 

b) the ability to communicate specific design needs and 
techniques so that the faculty member (or content expert) 
can both comprehend the necessary communication and apply 
specified methods to his/her particular content area. 

This first requirement is rather self-explanatory and refers to 

methodological skills in design and development based on the researc-i 

and practice in the field. (One ramification of this requirement was 

disctssed in Issue //I, previously.) The second requirement, however, 

need$; some further explanation. It is probably easy for the reader to 

envision a situation where the curriculum coordinator of a public school 

is d<»scribing one process of component analysis to a third grade math 

teacher. The coordinator might explain, for example, how one would 

analyze a student task such as "being able to add two digit numbers" to 

identify all the component skills for this behavior. It is more difficult 

however, to envision that coordinator describing the same process to the 

physicist to explain how the component skills would be identified for 

application of the Fjrst Law of Thermodynamics. In the first example, the 

specialist's familiarity with the subject matter enables her to provide 

exemplars of the process that are immediately relevant to the instructor. 
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i.o. exemplars with few irrelevant attributes. In the second situation, 
th-- faculty member must transfer unsophisticated examples (those with 
many iirelelvant attributes) to highly sophisticated subject matter or 
skills. Thfi UESP faculty member as described previously is usually 
untrained in curriculum design theory and methodology. The curriculum 
expert, therefore, is responsible for being able to help the faculty 
member to apply such methodology without the benefit of content expertise 
from which to draw examples in the area of application. 

I,S SUE _£3 : The Role Ttatu s Of the Curriculum Spec ialist in Higher 
Education 

J.n the previous examination of the faditional curriculum 
specialist role, it was noted, that the role usually carries both expert 
and supervisory authority in the traditionc.l settings. The public 
school curriculum director, for example, is considered to be in an 
administrative role with some degree of authority over teachers who may 
jjovk on any given curriculum project. This is also characteristic when 
a Project Director or Project Assistant in an R & D center works with 
a teacher group in the design of curriculum iniiovations. 

As noted in both of the preceding examples, the specialist is 

seen as a supervisor and the per&on being supervised is the teacher — 

usually in primary or secondary ttducation. As Cogan notes in his recent 

text on clinical supervision, the role of "student" to the supervise? as 

"teacher" ".... is frequently rejected by teachers who perceive themselves 

13 

as competent professionals." 

In UESP, the typical faculty member to date has been recognized 
within the University as highly respected in his or her specialized 
fields. (In the earliest stages of the Program, an effort was made to 
recruit high quality faculty members as one means for ensuring high 
educational standards consistent with the on-campus programs.) In 
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nearly every caset the faculty member had been teaching the course that 

he developed for UESP as an on-campus course for several terms. As an 

on-campus course, the faculty person had designed and taught the course 

independently so long as it met the requirement of the particular 

departmimt for which it was designed. There is little doubt that the 

faculty members in UESP "perceive themselves as competent professionals". 

The curriculum specialist in UESP and other higher education settings 

therefore faces the sane challenge as the supervisor in the public school 

14 

setting, i.e. to develop a "colleagual relationship" with the faculty 

in the developmental task. Cogan also points out, however, that 

...if we ox.v.-.lne supervision in schools and 
universities we corntnonly observe an implicit 
but fully :'v.r.rtioning superior-subordinate 
relationship generated by institutional 
hierarchies. 15 

Since the role of curriculum specialist in a developmental effort 
in higher education is a new one, the "superior" or "subordinate" status 
of the rcie has not yet been defined as it has for the traditional role. 

The specialists at UESP have observed that most of the faculty 
members with whom they work do not have an understanding of either the 
specialists' training or the specialists* function in the development 
task when they enter the program. 

The task of the curriculum spcialist in higher education seems to 
be to define this new role in terms of the type of working relationship 
that is effective with university faculty in a development situation that 
is also new to the higher education setting. Perhaps the potential for 
developing a "colleagual relationship" is greater in this setting as it 
is as yet unfettered by a highly ingrained level of status. 
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ConclusiOtis 

As mentioned earlier In this paper » a major purpose for the 
description and analysis contained here Is for the further specification 
of the needs and requirements for this role in higher education. The 
following conclusions and recommendations will hopefully contribute 
to that process, at least for the particular Program descirbed here and 
perhaps for similar programs having a similar Instructional component: 
Regarding Issue //I : A New Student Population 

1. The curriculum specialist, in a nontraditional higher 
education setting like UESP, should have an interest 
and skills in basic research. 

2. The setting for this new role in higher education 
should provide opportunity and encouragement for 
research activities. 

3. The specialist should conduct on-going research and 
evaluation to provide a theoretical and practical 
repertoire of Information for this new role. 

4* The curriculum specialist in this setting should attempt 
to distribute information regarding this role through 
formal or informal publications. 

Regai'ding Issue //2 : Specialized Discipline Areas 

1. The curriculum specialist should be trained in basic 
design and development skills that are applicable 
accross discipline areas; that training should require 
application in a variety of disciplines and not just 
the area in which he or she has specialized. 

2. The curriculum specialist in this setting should design 
methods and procedures to communicate necessary 
information to faculty that will enable the faculty 
member to comprehend and apply that information. 

Regarding Issue //3 ; Status of the Role 

1. The curriculum specialist should take actions to 
inform university faculty members of the nature and 
scope of the training, skills and functions of this 
new -ole. 
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2. The curriculum specialist should have training in 
interaction and supervisory skills that are 
applicable where role status has not yet been 
defined. 

3. The specialist in the higher education setting 
should attempt to develop a colleagual relationship 
with the faculty member or members of a development 
team. 

Although this list of conclusions and recommendations represent 
needs recognized for this new role in UESP, it is limited to the specific 
issues presented here. Many of the characteristics that distinguish this 
role from the traditional curriculum specialist role have yet to be 
Identified as new positions emerge in higher education. 
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WHAT ADULTS WOULD LIKE TO STUDY 



Total First 
choices choice 

Vocational subjects (architecture, 
business skills, conimcrclal art, 
computer science, cosmetology, 
education and teacher training, 
engineering. Industrial trades, 
journalism, law, management 
skills, medicine and dentistry, 
nursing, salesmanship, technical 

skills) 78.2% 43.0% 

Hobbies and rectoation (crafts, 
fine and visual arts, flight train-- 
Ing, performing arts, safety, 
sports and games, travel and 

living In foreign countries) 62.8% 13.4% 

Home and family life (child 
development, gardening and 
flower arranging, home repairs, 

sewing and cooking) 56.0% 12.0% 

Personal development (investment, 
occult sciences, personal psy- 
chology, physical fitness and 

sell -development , public speaking) 54.3% 6.8% 

General education (basic educa- 
tion, biological sciences, creative 



wrli:lng, English-language training. 
Great Books, humanities, languages, 

physical sciences, social sciences) 47.9% 12.6% 

Public affairs (citizenship, com- 
munity problems and organiza- 
tions, consumer education, 
environmental studies, public 

affairs) • 36.3% 4.5% 

Religious studies 15.4% 3.0% 

Agriculture and farming 10.9% 2.9% 
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Appendix A 
UESP Curriculum Speicalist Compentencies 

[This list is still in the process of being completed. Copies 
will be available during the 1975 AERA conference.] 
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APPENDIX B 



SUr-I'lARY OF INDIVIDUAL BIFS * 
Fall 1974-75 



TOTAL NUr-SER REITOIED : 302 

mRITAL SIATUS ; S5jiglo— 112 (37%) Married— 188 (62%) 

SEX ; I'kle-- 126 Mi) Fenale— 176 (58%) 

AVEPAGE AGE ; 32 * AVERAGE N0> OF CHILDREN UNDER AGE 10 ; 1.7 

HIGH}:ST IJ:VEL of EDUCATI ON: High School— 66 (22%) 

College (1-2 yrs.)~-112 (37%) 
College (3-H yrs.)— 65 (22%) 

Technical, Nursing, Business, etc. School~36 (12%) 
Post-Baccdlaureate : HI (14%) 
Doctorate: 2 (.7%) 



DEg}i:2^ y/^:z:]^ : Aji^ociate in Applied science— l (.2%) 

Associate in Arts— 28 (9%) 
Associate in Science — 2 (.7%) 
Pacliclor of /iTts— 24 (8%) 
Baclielor of Science— 32 (11%) 
Mdsters— 20 (7%) 
Ph.D.— 2 (.7%) 

KEASOiJS FOR NOT TAKING COURSE THROUGH REGULAR ON-CAMPUS PROGRAM : 
Too ic-^r to travel to campus— 52 (17%) 

Tims conflict beti-7een on-campus courses and individual schedule— 108 (36%) i 
Family responsibilities — 107 (35%) 

Work schedule does not permit on-cainpus classes — 127 (42%) 
Prefer learning independent ly — 56 (19%) 
Course rot offered elsewhere— 40 (13%) 

NUMBER IJ^IROLLED ANY COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY PRIOR TO THIS TERM: 



Enrollecl—195 (65%) 
Not enrolled— 91 (30%) 

RLASONS FOR ETxIROLLING : 

Personal Enrichment— 98 (33%) 

Pursuing an Undergraduate Degree — 174 (58%) 

Pursuing a Graduate Degree — 174 (58%) 

Job Advancement — 85 (28%) 

Certification— 51 (17%) 

Socialization— 6 (2%) 



PRir^Y AREAS OF STUDY : Administration of Justice— 42 (14% > 

Business Administration — 42 (14%) 
Clitiuiiylry— 1 (.3%) 
Economics — 11 (4%) 
Education— 52 (17%) 
Engineering — 14 ( 5 % ) 
English — 9 (d%) 
Fine Arts— 3 (1%) 

pp9^- * Pix;jx=ired by Patricia Shuler at Univei^tjity External Studies Program, University 
bNL of Pittsburgh. 2i 
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History— 12 (41) 
Languages— 7 (2%) 
Library Science— 46 (15%) 
>fathematics— 10 ( 3% ) 
Nursing— 4 (1%) 
Phannacy— 1 (.3%) 
Hiysics— 1 (.3^o) 
Political Science— 1 (.3%) 
Psycliology— 35 (12%) 

Social Work— 12 (4%) 

Sociology — 6 (2%) 

Urban Management — 13 (4%) 

PLAMS FOR rjimi : COIJRSFS; Take UCSP com-^ses only— 60 (20%) 

Trtke on-caj:r.:u3 as v:o].l as UESP courses— 146 (48%) 
Unclecid-J— 98 (32%) 

lajridiK H-Wr: i:\{)L rL:-::::::r study coijj^sks befci^i: ; Yes— 54 (i8%) 

No— 228 (76%) 

Piir;n:^v-D ::::<] for v:y:'i':-^ 



:r STUDY; Books— 45 (83%) 

Television— 10 (19%) 
Audio Cassettes— 19 (35%) 
Radio— 5 (9%) 
Workbooks— 45 (83%) 

AVE FnAGF HC;?R3 FFR Ur-fK tOR S TUDY TIMK ; 11 . y 

ACCES SK.j: SlUDY ITC>IS ; Cassette Recorder— 182 (60%) 

Television— 287 (95%) 
I^dio— 293 (97%) 
Record Player— 273 (90%) 
Telephone— 296 (98%) 

PREFEIRRID CLASSROOM ACTIVITIE S: Lectures— 192 (64%) 

Class Discussion — 211 (70%) 
Media Presentations— 192 (64%) 
Question 8 Answer — 146 (48%) 
Small Group Activities— 146 (48%) 



0—20 
22 

(7%) 



21—30 
135 
(45%) 



AGE GROUPS 
31—40 
65 

(22%) 



41—50 
39 
(13%) 



51—60 



13 



> • VJ 



60+ 
(1%) 



aiAI'IGEiS I?J MARKCTING U^FORIl^TION : 



Press Ad— 46 (increased by 2) 
Flyer Sent to Home— 44 (increased by 3) 
Flyer Sent to Library— 34 (inc. by 7) 
Friend— 12 (inc. by 2) 



Press Article— 17 (increased by 1) 
Flyer Sent to School— 20 (inc. by 5) 
UESP Student— 39 (inc. by 2) 



